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Preface

My family history includes Hamiltons in Colonial America; this has led some relatives to claim Alexander Hamilton as an ancestor. Whether or not there are blood ties, we are proud to acknowledge his place in American history.

The more I learned about Alexander Hamilton, the more impressed I became. He is a man of great contradictions, which show up in his feelings about war. I had to struggle with the many quirks and complexities in his character, but I came away from the work fully convinced of Hamilton’s contributions to our country and his unwavering sense of justice. If I could have one wish for the present generation, it would be that they are motivated by the same sense of justice and equally insistent on defending it.

—J.F.
 Sleepy Hollow, NY
 2010
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CHAPTER ONE

Alexander Hamilton should have been born in his grandfather’s fogbound castle on the west coast of Scotland, the same castle where his father, James, had been born, along with James’s three older brothers. But as the fourth son, James would not stand a chance of inheriting even a share of the castle. That’s the way it worked in Scotland.

Even so, young James was expected to help his brothers do the chores around the castle—exercise the horses, feed the dogs and look for lost sheep. Yet when his brothers called for  James to help them, where was he? Off. Away. Not around. He was playing—out of sight and out of hearing.

When James was nineteen, his brother John took him to Glasgow to become an apprentice in the linen industry. He had to agree to work there for four years. But the work didn’t suit him, and when the time was up, he was ready to get as far away from Scotland as he could.

Off James went to St. Kitts in the West Indies, where there were supposed to be plenty of jobs on sugar plantations. James tried trading sugar but he wasn’t very good at it. Instead of making money, he ended up owing money.

Then James met a local girl named Rachel. She had been married and divorced, and the terms of her divorce prevented her from ever marrying again. So Rachel and James lived together, calling themselves James and Rachel Hamilton. Eventually they had a son, called James, after his father.

They were living on Nevis by the time another son was born on January 11, 1755 (or 1757). They named him Alexander after his grandfather, and because it was a good Scottish name and sounded prosperous.

Alexander was a bright, curious, ambitious boy. He probably inherited his brains from Rachel, who was said to have been smart and clever.

Not until he was older would Alexander find that his  brains and his ambition would shape his life. At the moment, Alexander and his brother James were being tutored, not on a regular basis, but often enough so Alexander learned to read better than other boys his age. He didn’t pronounce one letter at a time, as children were taught in school. He said the whole word at once. He especially liked doing sums. He loved the exactness and orderliness of numbers, marching them up and down in columns and watching them change in value as he added and subtracted.
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He learned other things too. He may have been a superior student, but the community looked down on him and his family. Women who passed him and his brother on the street would whisper “obscene children.” He knew this was because his father and mother were not married. For the same reason, boys would sometimes rub the forefinger of one hand against the forefinger of the other hand, a gesture that meant “shame!”

Alexander read as many books as he could—about kings, queens, war and how people might learn to live together. Later in life, when he became prominent in politics, Alexander Hamilton was often described as an “outsider” because of his West Indian background. Perhaps in one way or another he  had been one since he was a boy. Not only because he didn’t have a proper family, but also because he never felt as if he belonged in the West Indies.

Life was difficult, largely because there was little money. So when James Hamilton was offered a job on St. Croix, collecting money from a man in debt, the family went to St. Croix. Rachel’s older sister, Ann Lytton, lived on the island with her husband, James. The Lyttons owned a grand house called the Grange. But they had money problems too. Not long after the Hamiltons arrived, they had to sell the Grange and move to Nevis.

A year later, when James Hamilton had collected the debt after a lawsuit, he left St. Croix alone, deserting his family forever. Sometimes Alexander and his father wrote to each other, but he never saw his father again.

But Rachel was resourceful. She and the boys moved to a building where Rachel opened a shop. Alexander, eleven years old and always good with numbers, began to keep her ledgers, order her goods and wait on her customers.

When an epidemic broke out in that part of the West Indies, both Rachel and Alexander came down with a fever. While he was sick, Alexander shared the one bed in their house with his mother while James continued to sleep on the floor. Rachel died after about three weeks.

On the day of his mother’s funeral, still feeling ill and very aware of his poverty, Alexander had a glimpse of how wealthy his mother’s family once must have been. Walking behind the mourners on the way to the grave, Alexander saw, as if for the first time, the Grange where the Lyttons had lived. It was a large, empty house with carved windows and carved doors. It must have been a very grand place.

Now that the funeral was over, the question was, what will happen to Alexander? Neither his father nor Rachel had made any provision for him or James. They were legally under the guardianship of their cousin Peter Lytton, but he paid little attention to them. And their half-brother (Rachel’s son by her first marriage), Peter Lavien, arrived from South Carolina and claimed possession of Rachel’s things, including the thirty-four books that Alexander loved. Fortunately, Alexander’s uncle James bought them back for him. Alexander must have feasted on the contents—stories of Roman heroes and Greek philosophers, stories of war and peace.

Then their cousin Peter suddenly committed suicide. So the question remained—what was to happen to Alexander and James?

James was made an apprentice to a carpenter. Thomas Stevens, a merchant, and his wife, Ann, asked Alexander to  live with them. And so he did. This was a happy period for Alexander, the first time he’d had a part in warm family life.

He became best friends with Edward, one of the Stevenses’ sons. Edward was Alexander’s age and the two boys shared many of the same dreams. Edward’s upbringing had been different from Alexander’s—his family was rich and respected—but he never allowed this difference to come between them. And Alexander often reminded Edward how lucky he was to have his advantages.

Alexander and Edward remained close friends, and when Edward left the West Indies to go to college in America, he and Alexander corresponded. Edward wrote about the growing unrest in America between the colonists and the British. Alexander wrote to Edward of all his dreams. He was day-dreaming, he confessed, “building castles in the air,” but he advised Edward not to tell this to his American friends, for they would only laugh. He ended up with his often-repeated wish—“I wish there was a war!” As far as he could see, war was the only way a poor boy could distinguish himself.

Alexander was working as a clerk for Nicolas Cruger in a trading company on St. Croix. Then Nicolas Cruger took sick and went back to New York, leaving Alexander, barely in his teens, in charge of the St. Croix office. There was no one else in the company available and Alexander had already  proved himself to be mature and responsible. So Alexander took over, making decisions as needed and reporting by letter to his superiors. He managed several voyages, including that of the Thunderbolt, a ship that went to the Spanish Main (in central South America) to trade its cargo in exchange for a load of donkeys. This trip did not go well. The ship was late returning and when it finally did arrive, Alexander discovered that the donkeys were mostly sick or dead. He did what he could to save a few of the animals and didn’t hesitate to take the ship’s captain to task. What could that captain have thought, being scolded by such a young boy? When Cruger came back after a five-month absence, Alexander returned to his clerking responsibilities, having learned much more about commerce and how to deal with challenging situations.

It was not long after this, however, that something else occurred that changed Alexander’s life. On August 31, 1772, when Alexander was seventeen, a terrible hurricane hit the West Indies.

It had a profound effect on everyone, including Alexander. It lasted six hours and was such a violent storm that houses were leveled, trees were toppled and ships at sea were overturned or reduced to sticks. It was fiercer than anything the people had experienced before.

On Sunday, preachers preached sermons, asking if the  hurricane was a punishment from God. Everyone was frightened, Alexander among them. But God had acted like this in the Old Testament, he told himself. “Why not now?”
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Indeed, Alexander was so impressed he wrote a letter to his father, describing the hurricane in every detail. At one point he broke into his own descriptive style to express the terror he felt during the hurricane.

“Good God!” he wrote. “What terror and destruction! The roaring of the sea and the wind, fiery meteors flying about in the air. The prodigious glare of almost perpetual lightning, the crash of falling houses were sufficient to strike astonishment into angels.”

Alexander had always taken pride in his ability to write.  Indeed, a couple of poems that he had written had been printed in the local newspaper. He must have shown his piece on the hurricane to Hugh Knox. Knox was a preacher who had become a close friend and something of a mentor to Alexander when he had shown an interest in religion. He asked Alexander if he could send his letter to the newspaper. The editor was so impressed by Alexander’s writing that he published it. It received a great deal of attention. The result was that a number of local men offered to start a fund to send Alexander to college in America. Edward Stevens’s father and his employer Nicolas Cruger were probably among them, since they already knew how bright Alexander was.

Another supporter of Alexander’s education was his cousin Ann Lytton Venton, who was twelve years older than Alexander and with whom he had a special relationship. Ann Venton took an early interest in Alexander, and much later in life he remembered her as his “best friend.” Ann had inherited a portion of her father James’s estate after her brother Peter’s suicide and her father’s subsequent death. Ann had recently left for New York, entrusting Alexander with power of attorney to collect money due from the estate. This money may have helped finance Alexander’s education.

Alexander was going to college in America! Nothing could have pleased him more. His benefactors gave him  clothes suitable for a college student and a ticket on one of Cruger’s coastal ships. The three-week voyage almost ended in catastrophe. On the approach to Boston harbor, flames appeared over the deck. The ship was on fire! Passengers were shouting in alarm and ship’s officers were rushing about, giving orders. With great effort, the crew managed to put out the fire with buckets of seawater and the ship docked safely in Boston. Alexander made inquiries and found a nearby dock where a ship was about to leave for New York. When it left, Alexander was on it.
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